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Written in first person, NOTHING NORMAL HAPPENS TO ME is a memoir in essays that traces the narrator's journey from self-destruction to creation. Part one encompasses the narrator's lost years, after she breaks free from the tyranny of her mentally ill mother and goes to live on her own at 17. Part two provides context for those bad girl years, exploring her childhood when she identified with her histrionic mother.
Part three comprises stories about the narrator's years of awakening when she seeks out transcendence, faith, and a family of her own. The pieces vary tonally and stylistically as they attempt to trace the maturing voice of the narrator. Like SEEKING RAPTURE: SCENES FROM A WOMAN'S LIFE by Kathryn Harrison, this collection centers on a young girl, who without her mother's love, struggles to love herself. It is both a cautionary tale and a story of redemption. v 
PART I: THE LOST YEARS Lessons in Survival
When I was maybe ten, my mother told me she had been raped when she was fifteen. She said one of my grandfather's friends had offered her a ride home one day and though her father had warned her to not get "too close" to this particular man, she had accepted the ride.
"I thought I was old enough to make my own choices," my mother said.
When the man made an unexpected stop at his apartment and asked my mother to come upstairs, she initially said no.
"Don't tell me you're afraid," he'd said.
"I didn't want to be afraid," my mother told me. "I wanted to be all grown up."
So she followed him upstairs.
"I was stupid," my mother said. And that was really all I heard: not that she had made a stupid choice, but that she was stupid. Like the child I was, I didn't understand why she wanted to share this lesson with me since, after all, I was not stupid. I knew better.
The clouds were ominous. Dark, low-hanging, they roiled. And then suddenly, it was raining, an angry downpour of diagonal streaks that clattered when they hit the pavement. Without an umbrella, I was huddling under the bus stop shelter, waiting for the I knew I should not take a ride from this stranger, but the alternative was to go back out into the deluge. While I was deliberating, the S bus rolled past.
"Shit. There goes my bus." "I can take you," the man said again. He looked me straight in the eyes. His voice betrayed no malice. I stayed put and closed the car door.
Around the same time I learned of my mother's rape, I watched a TV special about how to survive dangerous situations. I learned that to escape from a car that has been submerged, you need to let it fill up with water before you open the doors. I learned that if you are confronted by a wild animal, you should resist the urge to run and instead be still, crouch, or play dead. I learned that most people who drown in a rip current do so not because they can't swim, but because they lose control. Rip currents don't pull you under; they only pull you away from the shore. If you panic and try to swim against the tide, you exhaust yourself and drown. The key is to swim with the current, along the shore. Go with the flow. Simple. I prepared myself for the possibility that this could really happen. After all, this was not Wichita, it was Miami. And this man had seen a teenage girl on the street, honked his car, and offered her a ride. I was careless and impulsive. But, I thought, I was not naïve.
His name was Ronaldo. As he drove, I watched Ronaldo's hands, expecting at any moment they would do something inappropriate. I watched the crotch of his pants for any movement. My work uniform was a mint-green pencil skirt I'd had tailored to make it as snug and as short as HR would allow, and a white button-down shirt that had become damp and clung to my bra. I tugged at it. But Ronaldo's eyes never left the road and his hands never left the steering wheel.
He made small talk. He wanted to know how old I was and if I went to school. I answered his questions honestly. I told him more than he asked to fill the awkward silence, but also to sound like an adult about the whole thing. I was seventeen. Almost eighteen. I worked full time, and yes, I also went to school. I was a senior at Miami Beach Senior High, but I was only taking four hours of classes because I had all the credit hours I needed to graduate plus tons of AP credits, and I didn't want to spend any more time in that place than I had to. The other kids were so immature. So stupid.
I didn't ask Ronaldo anything about himself, but he told me anyway. He was married and had two daughters. One of them, my age.
We pulled up the ramp to the hotel entrance. Ronaldo stopped the car and said, "Here you are. It was nice meeting you, young lady." Cuidate. "Take care of yourself."
I thanked Ronaldo and waved good-bye, and that night at work I told Peter about my accidental hitchhike.
